Erabu sea snake Laticauda semifasciata, a marine reptile, is distributed throughout the Pacific Ocean and along the coast of the South China Sea. It has been used as a folk medicine for centuries in China and Okinawa. There is a fat sack (fat body) in the viscera of the Erabu sea snake, and oil in the fat sack is also used as a functional food in Japan. Erabu sea snake oil is valuable because an individual produces only 15 g of oil. Seawater fishes contain a large amount of highly unsaturated fatty acids (HUFAs), such as eicosapentaenoic acid (20 : 5n-3) and docosahexaenoic acid (22 : 6n-3), in their oil. Such HUFAs may be useful for the prevention and treatment of cardiovascular disease and cancer.
1,2 However, the levels of HUFA in fish oil generally vary according to location and environment where the fish are caught. 3 It is necessary to determine the difference in the HUFA levels of sea snake oil from sea snakes captured from various locations. The purpose of the present study was to clarify the difference in the fatty acid composition among oils of the Erabu sea snake caught in Okinawa and the Philippines (the Pacific Ocean), and China and Vietnam (the South China Sea).
The Erabu sea snake samples were captured off the coasts of Okinawa Island (E126-130∞; N26-28∞), the Philippines (E119-127∞; N5-20∞), China (around Hinan Island, E107-112°; N17-21∞), and Vietnam (E105-110°; N9-22°) between March and June. Approximately 600 samples were captured from each location. The average body lengths and weights of samples were approximately 1.2 m and 700 g, respectively. The fat sack was removed from the viscera immediately after the samples were caught, and samples from each location were divided into lots of 10. The sea snake oils were extracted from the fat sacks by boiling and were then refined through activated clay. The fatty acids were derivatized by methylation using standard methods for the analysis of fats, oils and related materials. 4 The fatty acid methyl esters were subjected to gas liquid chromatography using a gas chromatograph (HP5890 series II; HewlettPackard, Palo Alto, CA, USA) equipped with a flame-ionization detector and a fused-silica capillary column (30 m ¥ 0.25 mm i.d.; TC-70; GL Sciences Inc., Tokyo, Japan). The column temperature was 195∞C, and injector and detector temperatures were 230∞C and 250∞C, respectively. The carrier gas was helium and the flow rate was 30 cm/s. The area percentages were measured with a Vectra VL2 integrator (Hewlett-Packard).
The fatty acid composition of the various Erabu sea snake oils is shown in Table 1 . The predominant fatty acids in Erabu sea snake oil are 16 : 0, 16 : 1n-7, 18 : 0, 18 : 1n-9, and 22 : 6n-3. The percentages of 18 : 1n-9 and 22 : 6n-3 contained in the oil obtained from Erabu sea snake caught near the Philippines were slightly lower than those caught in other areas. However, there was no remarkable difference in the fatty acid composition among the various oils obtained from Erabu sea snakes captured from different areas. The oils from Erabu sea snakes contained 10.7-13.4% of 22 : 6n-3.
Although the levels of HUFAs, such as 20 : 5n-3 and 22 : 6n-3, are low in terrestrial snake oils, 5 Erabu sea snake oil is rich in these fatty acids. turtle and alligator, are also influenced by diet. 6, 7 Erabu sea snakes ingest small fishes that contain large amounts of HUFAs. The oils from Erabu sea snake seem to contain higher levels of HUFAs compared with terrestrial snakes; however, the levels of 20 : 5n-3 and 22 : 6n-3 in Erabu sea snake oil are lower than those in fish oils from tuna and bonito. 8 These data suggest that Erabu sea snake oil may be useful for the health maintenance in humans. In addition, a consistent quality can be supplied because there is little difference in the fatty acid composition of Erabu sea snake oil among the various capturing locations.
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